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Body 


Federal Infrastructure Minister Catherine McKenna says the government needs to show Canadians they will get the 
"triple benefits" of climate action, job creation and inclusiveness for public money spent on the COVID-19 recovery. 


In an interview with the Star, McKenna said many people are still reeling from the pandemic crisis and that, while 
the push for a greener economy is part of the government's plans to "build back better," Ottawa needs to 
demonstrate "returns" on the money it will spend - not just on climate, but also by creating jobs and ensuring the 
recovery helps all segments of the population. 


What that looks like remains to be seen - and is ultimately up to Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, she said - but 
McKenna's priority list for the recovery includes increasing broadband internet across the country, expanding public 
transit and building more affordable housing. 


And she said recovery efforts will need to leverage the private sector - in some cases through the government's 
arm's-length Canada Infrastructure Bank - to create jobs and growth in the wake of the deadly pandemic. 


"Canadians really care about action on climate, but they're very focused on jobs, rightly. They're very focused on 
where our vulnerabilities are right now," said McKenna, who served as environment minister from 2015 to 2019. 


"It is the time to invest wisely, to make sure that you get triple benefits for every taxpayer dollar." 


It's one glimpse into the Liberal minority government's mindset as it prepares to lay out what Trudeau has billed as 
its vision for the post-pandemic recovery in a speech from the throne on Sept. 23 that could trigger an election if the 
opposition parties reject it. The Star's Tonda MacCharles reported this week that Liberals see this as "a 
generational moment." Trudeau and his new finance minister, Chrystia Freeland, have signalled ambitions to seize 
upon the crisis at hand in order to - as the prime minister put it on Aug. 18 - "change our future for the better." 


In one sense, such language is political boilerplate. But the fact that Canada is enduring a major economic slump 
and health crisis has many casting back to prior crises like the Great Depression and Second World War, which 
spurred major social policy transformations like the advent of Employment Insurance, public health care and the 
rest of the modern welfare state. 


David Moscrop, a political theorist at the University of Ottawa, said Canada may be at another such "critical 
juncture" in its history, with an increased appetite for big initiatives from Ottawa. 
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"Much in the way that there was a postwar consensus that emerged around Keynesianism" - the doctrine that 
governments should spend heavily to bounce out of economic downturns - "there's a consensus now on 
intervention and government programming," he said. 


There is also a push from outside government for Canada to use this moment to supercharge federal action to fight 
climate change. In June, the International Institute for Sustainable Development published a report declaring this to 
be an "historic turning point the likes of which none of us have ever seen." The authors argued there should be 
"green strings" attached to the government's recovery spending, such as ensuring recipients of public support are 
committed to Canada's goal to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050. 


A group of experts called the Task Force for a Resilient Recovery is also advocating for a green push. In a 
preliminary report released in July, the task force - which includes figures from the business, environmental and 
academic sectors - called for about $50 billion in government spending over five years on energy-efficient buildings, 
shift to zero-emission vehicles, expanding the clean energy sector, environmental conservation and jobs. 


In her interview with the Star, McKenna stressed that the COVID recovery is not the last chance for Canada to 
spend money to fight climate change. And like McKenna, Heritage Minister Steven Guilbeault - a longtime 
environmental activist who has been working with McKenna and Environment Minister Jonathan Wilkinson on the 
government's green recovery plans - says there is more to the recovery vision that climate initiatives. 


"There's a whole social component to it as well," Guilbeault told the Star's Susan Delacourt this week. He cited 
changes to the workplace that could accelerate manufacturing automation and the need to "help retool" workers, as 
well as the need to address shortcomings in aid programs. 


"| think the pandemic made us realize that there were some pretty big cracks in our social safety net," Guilbeault 
said. 


The New Democrats are calling for that to be addressed in a number of ways, from permanently expanding 
Employment Insurance so it includes contract and self-employed workers, to the creation of public pharmacare and 
universal child-care programs. Laurel Collins, a New Democrat MP from Victoria, said the party also wants 
"massive investments" to retrofit buildings so they are better for the environment, which she argued would create 
jobs and economic activity while lowering emissions. 


But Collins said she is wary that the signals of ambition from the Liberals might result in less action than the NDP 
wants. 


"It's hard to get excited about their track record of empty words and broken promises," Collins said, noting that 
Canada has missed every climate target it has ever committed to. "We really need to continue to push them." 


Conservative MP Dan Albas, the party's new shadow minister of environment, said his party will support policies 
that "broadly" help the Canadian economy - such as supports for new nuclear power, hydroelectricity and the export 
of liquefied natural gas. 


"What we've seen time and time again from this government is a lot of rhetoric and ideology, and what we need to 
see is more practical work with provinces to make these things happen," Albas said. 


"Building back better," in other words, is still just a catchphrase. Canadians may soon learn more about what the 
Liberals mean by it. 
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